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New Jersey Acts to Shift Callers in Some Emergencies to 211
By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS |

NEWARK, Sept. 30 (AP) — New Jersey has adapted its 211 phone line, started last year to connect callers
with information on human services, to handle calls from people wondering what to do in an emergency —
like a hurricane or a terrorist attack — yet not requiring immediate help.

The next time a natural disaster or another crisis occurs, New Jersey residents can get nonemergencyv help by
dianng 211.

“We are taking an important step toward improving the flow of information during times of emergency or
heightened alert,” Gov. Jon S, Corzine said last week. “By expanding the state’s existing 211 telephone system
New Jersey’s residents will have an easy-to-remember number to call for information on how to proceed in.
the face of everything from terrorism threats to natural disasters.” .

The plan was designed to ease the burden on operators forg11 and on local police dispatchers, whowould
already be swamped with calls directly related to the emergency:.

The 211 line is being geared toward getting out information like storm evacuation routes or.advice on where
to find food and shelter if the emergency causes damage.

The system still has some bugs to be worked out, however.

During a chemical emergency in Elizabeth on Tuesday afternoon, in which more than 50 people were

sickened by a noxious cloud and a wide area was cordoned off, a 211 operator had no information available.
Later, the state’s Homeland Security Department gave operators information on the situation in Elizabeth,a.
_ spokesman said. '

“That is exactly the type of situation we had in'mind for 211,” said Richard Canas, New Jersey’s homeland
security director. “Traffic was tied up in knots, and if people called 211, they could have found out what-was
going on and what they should do.”

People needing immediate emergency help should still call 911, officials said, and the 211 line will continue to
offer information on services like food banks, shelters, housing, crisis lines, counseling, health care programs
and job training.
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After Hurricanes, Support
Grows for 211 Call Service

By STEPHANIE STROM

There is 811 for emergencies and
411 for telephone numbers, and in
New York City, residents dial 311 to
complain about municipal services.

Now support 13 mounting for a na-
tionwide rollout of 211, a telephone
referral service created by United
Way of America #nd its local affill-
ates that links callers 1o social serv-
ices and volunteer opportunities In
their communities.

Such systems were used in Loulsi-
ana and Texas after Hurricone
Katrina, and were widely praised for
their ability to assist victims and
those helping them find resources
and services.

“It was one of the few bright spots
of that period,” said George Penick,
president of the Foundation of the
Mid South, a community foundation
in Jackson, Miss.

The uccess of the system attrocts
ed more attention to a push begun in
2003 by Senator Hillatry Rodham
Clinton, Democrat of New York, and
Senator Elizabeth Dolé, Republican
of North Carolina, to establish 211
systems nadonally.

The system was started by United
Way in Atlanta in 1897 and has
spread to all or part of 32 states and
Washington, DC., reaching almost
half the nation’s populanon 1t was
designed to help people navigate the
thicket of charities that have sprung
up over the last two decades and find
the best programs for their needs.

After the terrorist attacks of Sept.
11, 2001, Congress saw the potential
for the system in emergencies, and
in 2002, it granted states permission
to use federal money tntended to pre-
pare for potential bioterrorism at-
tacks for 211 systems.

But under that law, the system
competes with 17 ather options the
states have for that money, and Sen-
ators Dole and Clinton believe that
the system neceds a larger; dedicated
source of financing. Their bill seeks

What's the 2117

There’s 911 for eme'rgencles and

411 for phone information. In New
York, 311 offers help with city serv-
| ices: Now, sup is mountmgfor a

nationwide
‘that links callers to social services
-and volunteer opportunities.

ut of 211, a service Teaser on front page

$550 milllon over the next five years
10 build and support 211 systems and
requires states to pot in another $300
million.

Last suramer, United Way led a
lobbying push for the bill that in-
creased the number of senatars and
representatives supporting i by 49
and was stunned when, with no woo-
ing, 27 more members signed on af-
ter Hurricane Katring. So far, 168
members have signed on to the bill

That 211 worked so well in the hur-
tichne crisis alsy chme a8 4 bil of 4
surprise. It was used during the bur-
ricanes that struck last year, but
United Way officials said those
storms did not challenge it the way
Hurricane Katrina did,

“The calls caming In weren't your
typical 211 calls,” said Peter Bishop,
the 211 manager for United Way of
America. “We don‘t usuaily deal with
someone who's in their attic with wa-
{er rising all around them and 511
broken down.”

Ocdinarily, 211 sperators help find
after-schoal progratrs, rent assist-
ance, job training, medical support
and other services using databases
built over months and years.

“You can pretly much chuck that
database nut of the window during a
disaster, particularly this ane” Mr.
Bishop satd, refetrinig fo Hurricane
Kattina, “None of the organizations
Iisted In &t could operate in and
arourid New Orleans. Their phone
lines were down, and the phone num-
bers people wanted and needed any-
way were totally new.”

With the 211 system in New Or-
leans knocked out, Monroe, La, pap-
ulation 53,000, became home to the
211 system for the state. The call cen-
ter in the docal United Way office
went to 50 scats from 4 seats over
three days.

Six volunteers were assigned to do
nothing but seck phone numbers and
information to add to the new data-

base, and operators took calls from
people who could not get through to
the state’s emergency services. Mr.
Bishop estimated that 80 percent of
calls were answered within 30 sec-
onds, the standard that United Way
has set for the system.

“ft did not work perfectly,” he said.
“Sometimes we gave out wrong in-
formation, and 'm sure not every-
one could get through. But | am so
proud of the 211 system.”

Mississippi did not have a 211 sys-
tem when Hurricane Katrina hit, al-
though United Way of the Capital
Area In Jackson was planniag one.

“Can you imagine how many 300
numbers people had to try to remem-
ber during this crisis and how much
easler it would have been to remem-
ber 2112" said Carol J, Burger, presi-
dent and chief executive of the Jack-
son United Way. “It would have been
s6 much more manageable here if
one phone call was all that was need-
ed to send people to the right place
with the right mformation. Instead, it
was chaos,.”

The Misstssippt Commission for

Volunteer Service quickly created a
hot line that helped storm victims
and coordinated delivery of relief
Supplies and volunteer services.

“We had 41 lines gaing 16 hours a
day,” said Marsha Mecks Kelly, ex-
ecutive director of the commission,
“The volume of calls is goaing down,
but it takes the individuals answer-
ing the phone calls two or three days
to follow up because the needs are
more complicated at this point in the
recovery.”

Ms. Burger said she hoped to have
the state’s 211 system in operation in
January, provided that state regula-
tors approved it.

“[ visited Monroe," she said. “Tt
was amazing to sit there and see how
well it operated, how they could get
peaple gning in tha right direction —
and wish wehadthesame!hlng"

A system built for
social services could
play a crucial role
during emergencies.



